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2009 looks set to be a key year for efforts to control global carbon dioxide 
emissions with the key meeting in Copenhagen at the end of the year, building 
on the Poznan conference last month. Nigel Williams reports.
Carbon crunchLast month’s UN framework climate 
change conference in Poznan, Poland, 
was planned to create the groundwork 
for a new agreement on curbing 
carbon dioxide emissions to replace 
the Kyoto treaty which expires in 
202. It was part of the UN ‘roadmap’ 
to new emission controls. The Kyoto 
treaty was seen as crucially flawed 
in the eyes of many opponents of 
emission curbs and even supporters 
acknowledge its weakness with the 
US, India and China not signed up. The 
next treaty is thought to be much more 
significant and due for negotiation at 
the end of the year in Copenhagen.
Significantly, alongside the UN 
Poznan conference, the European 
Union held its own summit with a key 
component to set its own targets for 
carbon dioxide emission curbs that 
many developing countries felt key for boosting emission target reduction 
goals around the world. 
The Poznan meeting proved 
downbeat for many attendees following 
the previous UN framework conference 
in Bali last year. The excessive tropical 
heat appeared to act as a catalyst for 
developing the ‘roadmap’ towards 
the Kyoto successor. But in the cold 
northern-European winter in Poland, 
many negotiators appeared to be putting 
off decisions until the Copenhagen 
meeting, some attending Poznan said.
“It is hard to find the spirit of Bali 
here. Countries seem to want to see 
procedural decisions here in Poznan, 
and leave the substance for later,” 
said Richard Worthington of the World 
Wildlife Fund. “People are trying to 
manage expectations, rein in ambitions.”
And that includes developing 
countries too. “It is hard to find the spirit of Bali here,” said Prodipto Ghosh, 
a member of the Indian delegation. 
“Every party is staking out maximalist 
positions. The real negotiations, the real 
compromises won’t start until March.”
And there were fears that with 
the backdrop of global economic 
problems, countries would use it as a 
further reason to cut back on emission 
reductions.
But President Sarkozy of France, 
president of the EU until the end of last 
year, was determined that the EU’s 27 
member states agree a 20 per cent 
cut in emissions by 2020 as part of its 
input to the Poznan conference. Failure 
was not an option, EU officials insisted 
before their summit began.
As well as a 20 per cent cut in carbon 
dioxide emissions, the EU summit was 
seeking agreement to cut overall energy 
demand by 20 per cent and sourcing 
20 per cent of energy from renewable 
resources also by 2020.
This so-called ‘triple 20’ plan also 
includes an emissions trading scheme Complex: One of Poland’s coal-fired power stations. The country is likely to stick with this fuel despite its polluting aspects for political reasons. 
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dioxide emissions from heavy industry, 
coupled with incentives to reduce 
emissions. 
The EU climate plans order Europe 
to cut carbon dioxide emissions 
against the level produced in 990. 
This is to be achieved through national 
reduction targets which vary among the 
27 countries, and through a Europe-
wide carbon trading scheme in which 
industries and power plants buy permits 
to pollute from 203.
The rules for the emissions trading 
scheme, however, were relaxed under 
German pressure to exempt most 
companies in the processing industries, 
such as steel and cement, from paying 
for the permits, and power stations in 
central Europe, mostly coal-fired, were 
awarded large discounts on the price of 
carbon.
And the host country, Poland, which 
generates most of its power from local 
coal would be extremely reluctant to 
switch to less polluting gas that it would 
have to import from Russia, whatever 
incentives there might be, for purely 
political reasons.
Nonetheless, European leaders saw 
the EU’s plan as a step forward. “This is 
a major advance”, said Britain’s prime 
minister Gordon Brown. “Europe after 
these decisions remains the leader on 
climate change.” 
But critics complained the package 
was too little too late, that EU leaders 
had capitulated to fierce lobbying from 
European industry, that the loopholes 
in the system and the awarding of 
pollution permits free to most non-
energy companies, would trigger a 
bonanza in windfall  
corporate profits.“Industry has to do next to nothing,” 
said Claude Turmes, a Green MP from 
Luxembourg, who helped draft part 
of the legislation. “If they are honest, 
these leaders know they haven’t agreed 
something really ambitious.”
The proposals also prompted 
complaints from many poorer countries 
which must still heavily rely on high-
polluting coal for energy, and said 
they are not as well placed as others 
to afford the switch to lower polluting 
energy sources.
“Everyone was hoping Europe 
would bring ambitious and concrete 
commitments to Poznan to motivate 
the US and other to follow suit,” said 
Harjeet Singh from the charity ActionAid 
India. “But Europe failed to lead and 
tried to stop developing countries from 
getting their fair share of funds to adapt 
to climate change.”
“If we are to have any chance of 
keeping global temperature increases 
below a 2°C tipping point, greenhouse 
gas emissions will have to fall by over 
50 per cent by 2050,” wrote Kevin 
Watkins, at Oxford University’s global 
economic governance programme, 
in the Guardian newspaper during 
the Poznan conference. “On current 
trends, they will rise by 50 per cent by 
2030. Such an outcome would lead 
to unprecedented reversals in human 
development in our lifetime followed in 
short order by ecological catastrophe 
for future generations.”
The 2008 drought in Western 
Australia that contributed in a big way 
to the food crisis last year may be the 
first major impact of climate change, 
says Martin Perry at Imperial College 
London and former co-chair of a 
working group of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, reported in 
the Hindu newspaper of India.
The 2008 food crisis “was caused 
partly by the poorly thought through 
switch to biofuels as a way of 
combating climate change, and partly 
by the drought in Western Australia, 
which local scientists have identified 
as having been caused by climate 
change,” Perry said.
The IPCC predicted in 2007 that 
lowered farm output, more frequent and 
severe droughts, flooding and storms 
and a rise in sea level would be the 
major impacts of climate change, with 
developing countries baring the brunt.
“The world cannot afford the type 
of shambolic display on show at 
Poznan,” writes Watkins. “Over the past 
few months, rich governments have 
moved financial mountains to protect 
the integrity of their banking systems. 
What price the ecological integrity 
of our planet, the wellbeing of future 
generations, and our commitments to 
the world’s poor?”
But officials believe the Poznan 
conference has made a positive 
contribution to the negotiations. “In 
addition to having agreed the work 
programme for next year, we have 
cleared the decks of many technical 
issues,” said Polish environment 
minister Maciej Nowicki. “Poznan is the 
place where the partnership between 
the developing and developed world to 
fight climate change has shifted beyond 
rhetoric and turned into real action.”
Parties at the Poznan conference 
agreed that a first draft of the text for 
the next stage of negotiations would be 
available in June. While some may be 
sceptical of such optimism, Copenhagen 
is still on everyone’s agenda.
